Introduction
In the 'long revolution in a short twentieth century' (Wang, 2015) from the Xinghai Revolution (1911) to the Cultural Revolution (1966) (1967) (1968) (1969) (1970) (1971) (1972) (1973) (1974) (1975) (1976) , China was engulfed in incessant transformations. In recent decades, scholarship has increasingly focused on the role of revolutions in China's modernisation process (Li and Liu, 1999; Li, 2000; Chen, 2000; Wang, 2015) . It highlights the importance of re-evaluating revolutions as a necessary condition to understand modern China. Most scholars tend to consider revolution within a modernisation paradigm, focusing on its efficacy in transforming China. Wang (2015) , for example, construes revolutions as a struggle between modernisation and democracy. Xiao (2011) sees revolution as radical modernisation, sparked by the overdue Manchu court reform. Calling for an end to revolutions, Li and Liu (1999: 2) nonetheless affirm the 'moral justification' of the Xinghai Revolution. Fairbank (1986) and Zarrow (2005) discuss revolutions as the vicissitudes of modernisation drives. Yet despite its valuable perspective, the modernisation paradigm has insufficiently explained the intensity, persistence and appeal of revolutions. It may run the risk of a 'normative fallacy' -seeking to assess China against normative assumptions of modernity that may lead research to identify 'deviations' from the 'right' pathways to modernity. Moving beyond the normative paradigm, this article assesses revolutions from the perspective of 'organic society' -how society evolves and deals with challenges as an organic whole and what roles revolution may play in social change. Thus, rather than focusing on struggles for the future, it examines linkages with the pasttraditions, customs and institutions. Attention is given to the consequences rather than the desirability of change, to underlying beliefs rather than the strategies to be deployed. Some studies have already taken this route. Jin and Liu (2009) , for example, study Chinese radicalism as a transitional phase of absorbing the European impact on China's 'ultra-stable' society from a value-integration perspective.
The aim of this study, however, is a modest one. It seeks to investigate how the idea of modernity is understood and presented in late Qing China by considering the discursive structures of the 'revolution vs. reform' debate in the press. By examining portrayals of social problems and solutions, it investigates the linkages between values systems and social practice. Central to this study is a concern with the way in which late Qing intellectuals approach social changes at a critical historical juncture. During a short period of less than two years, between 1905 and 1907, Xinmin congbao (XMCB, from issues No. 73 to 92) and Minbao (MB, issues No. 1 to 21) were engaged in a fierce debate over different routes to 3 modernity. The XMCB advocated 'an enlightened absolutism' as a transition to a constitutional state, but the MB argued for immediate revolution to topple the Manchu dynasty and establish a new republic. The debate became the most significant platform where the rationales, principles and objectives for these two visions of China were articulated. Led by the most influential cultural and political figures of the day, the debate was eagerly read by young literate elites, thanks to the rise of a modern press. The debate spread to more than 20 news magazines in China and beyond to the overseas Chinese communities in Singapore, San Francisco and Los Angeles in an era of profound upheaval, uncertainty, national crisis and a flurry of political activity. For a long time, the debate has been conventionally portrayed as the last conservative resistance to the inevitable revolution that would spread 'enlightenment values' and launch China into the modern age. But this is an incomplete grasp of the debate, its full consequences are yet to be explored. Many key concepts, values, terms and arguments that became prevalent throughout the twentieth century burst onto the scene during the debate. The 1915 New Cultural Campaign and 1919 May Fourth Movement are often viewed as the origins of Chinese radicalism (Li, 2000) ; and yet their structure of thinking, patterns of discourse and mode of expression resonate with those of the press debate. The debate contributed significantly to the rise of radicalism that 'was born and acquired some of its adult characteristics during the period of 1903-8' argued Gasster (1969: ix) in his study of modern Chinese radicalism. As a prototype of discourse for radical social change, the debate became the prelude to the 'long revolution' of the twentieth century.
The late Qing debate is comparable to the great Anglo-American debate between Edmund Burke and Thomas Paine in the early 1790s over the French Revolution, which gave birth to modern political 'right' and 'left' (Levin, 2014) . Both debates concern the justification of a violent removal of an 'ancien régime'. Both have far-reaching repercussions in shaping the way we conceptualise social change. They are not a genteel intellectual discourse, but part of political actions with profound historical significance. For the Chinese debate, it swayed public opinion towards the revolution that uprooted Chinese society from its millennia-old traditions. The collapse of the Chinese imperial order is not only a political event -it has deep cultural consequences. But unlike the well-studied Burke/Paine debate, the Chinese debate has hitherto drawn scanty attention, incommensurate with its importance.
2 Collingwood (1994: 9-10) postulates that the value of history is to enhance human selfknowledge crucial for understanding 'his nature as man'. Investigating the debate facilitates a deeper understanding of the motivations and ramifications of radical social change. The debate texts provide us with valuable evidence of the mind-set of cultural leaders who were 4 swept to a position of influence by historical circumstances. The immense power they wielded, amidst dwindling imperial authority, engendered not only violent political actions, but bred a mode of thinking about social change. Before examining the case study, I discuss a tripartite organic social system as a frame of analysis for the debate, drawing on Spencer's (2012) idea of society as an organism, and notions of conservatism and radicalism. This is followed by the case study of press debate. In the final part, I draw some conclusions by discussing the significance of the debate in terms of a utopian tendency in the process of Chinese modernisation.
Organic society and social change

A tripartite organic social system
An organic view of society is an ancient conception that emerged in Plato's time. As a key exponent of this view, Spencer (2008: 14) posits that a society is 'a growth and not a manufacture'. The present conditions of society are the result of change in the past that is gradual, continuous and sequential. Spencer further contends that a well-developed society is a necessarily conservative one that tries to maintain the status quo, though it must meet external competition whereby change and adaption arise. Central to Spencer's view is the notion of a society as a system comprising an aggregate of interrelated parts seeking to maintain an equilibrium through adaptation in the face of a changing environment. Drawing on Spencer's (2008 Spencer's ( , 2012 and Radcliffe-Brown's (1935 , 1940 theories of organic society, I develop a tripartite organic social change model for the analysis of the press debate. Based on evolutionary theory, Spencer (2008: 14) identifies three fundamental aspects of similarity between societies and organisms in their growth: (1) from small groups to large aggregations, (2) from simple to complex structures, and (3) from independent units to an organism with interdependent parts. Key to 'social organism' is the coordination between interdependent parts through 'adaptation', or 'coadaptation' in Radcliffe-Brown's word. The adaptation is a mechanism to maintain the equilibrium of a social organism by changing its functions and structures to adjust to new environing conditions. Social organism is dynamically engaged in a constant process of adaptation. Highlighting the mutual interdependence between constituent parts in social change, Coser (1977: 307) (Edgar and Sedgwick, 1999: 432) . Malinowski highlights the importance of linking human practice with abstract and theoretical aspects of human thought and verbal usage. 'The real understanding of words ultimately derives from active experiences of those aspects of reality to which the words belong' (Malinowski, 1935: 35) . Figure 1 illustrates the relationships between social practice, institutions and values. In this tripartite organic system of social change, practice, institutions and values are intrinsically linked in a process of adaptation to changing conditions. Habitual practice as recurrent daily activities evolve into social institutions, and settled institutions evolve into social values. Internalised as a set of beliefs, values are expressed in the symbolic world to regulate practices and institutions. Each of these three parts fulfils a specific functionpractice meets daily survival needs; institutions provide stability of practice; and values reproduce institutionalised practice by assuring the society at large of its validity, efficacy and adequateness. From organic society's perspective, function is defined as a contribution that 'a partial activity makes to the total activity of which it is a part' (Radcliffe-Brown, 1935: 397) . The three interrelated parts operate to achieve what Radcliffe-Brown calls 'a functional unity' -all work together to attain consistency and harmony by reducing frictions and conflicts. 'Functional unity' resonates with Spencerian 'equilibration' -the process of gradually reducing oscillations around the mean in a society. It is in this sense that Spencer defines a social system as 'a whole whose parts are held together by complex forces that are ever re-balancing themselves -a whole whose moving equilibrium is continually disturbed and continually rectified ' (in Carneiro 1973: 84) . Spencer identifies organic growth in a directional movement from simplicity to complexity, and in a relational movement from independence to interdependence. But the tripartite social system constitutes a cyclical movement between practice, institutions and values. The first two modes of movements involve organic expansion in quantity and quality, the cyclical movement operates to preserve the system in meeting changed conditions both within and without. As an organic unity, a society is a cumulative process consisting of a self-reinforcing cyclical movement of reproduction, adjustment and adaption.
Organic society: equilibration between conservatism and radicalism
Governed by a principle similar to a natural organism, society is vulnerable to sudden and drastic change. The way in which change is managed is vital to maintain its equilibrium.
Change creates disturbance that triggers a process of equilibration by which imbalance between a system and the forces acting on it is reduced until a new balance is struck. The shifting equilibrium requires the recurring necessity of equilibration to adjust the system for optimal performance, survival and growth.
Attitudes to societal change occur in a spectrum between conservatism preferring minimal change, and radicalism preferring maximal change. Conservatism arises as reaction to radicalism, which tends to move faster than social systems can adapt to. Conservatism 7 moves more slowly than required, to respond adequately to new conditions. As a political philosophy promoting traditional practice and institutions, conservatism favours gradual development to maintain the status quo. Radicalism supports swift and fundamental changes.
Derived largely from Burke's 1790 Reflections on the Revolution in France, conservatism has become a pertinent stance to social change. As a conservative statesman, Burke holds misgivings about radical alterations of society. Suspicious about abstract ideas that have not stood the test of time, Burke (2004: 23) commented, 'I have no great opinion of that sublime abstract, metaphysic reversionary, contingent humanity, which in cold blood can subject the present time and those whom we daily see and converse with to immediate calamities in favour of the future and uncertain benefit of persons who only exist in idea.' Opposed to the French Revolution, Burke did not fear France itself, but the kind of thinking that produced the events in France, and people who intended to introduce such thinking into England. At the heart of Burke's conservatism is his tenacious belief in 'a partnership not only between those who are living, but between those who are living, those who are dead, and those who are to be born ' (2004: 194-5) . Clearly, Burke's conservatism is sensitive to the interdependent nature of society comprising practice and institutions as accumulation of historical experiences. It is a system-maintaining force preserving the existing equilibrium. Radicalism is a system-changing force aiming at rapid adaption to the perceived change of conditions. Edgar and Sedgwick (1999: 79) summarise conservatism as having (1) a negative attitude towards social change, (2) a faith in traditional moral and political values, (3) a general pessimistic view of human nature, and (4) seeing society as an interconnected structure of relationships. Favouring alterations to social structures in a fundamental way, radicalism is characterised by its advocacy of revolutionary means to achieve its objectives. The word radical means going to the root or origin; radicalism thus indicates the change of the roots of social practice, institutions and values. Radicalism has few qualms of upsetting the social system -its purpose is precisely to break the existing equilibrium for desired changes to occur.
One way to ascertain if a society is in an optimal mode of performance is to assess to what extent social practice, institutions and values are in congruence with one another.
The Great Press Debate
Background to the press debate and method 
Word frequency analysis: changing values system as a common ground
A significant feature of the debate is the identical values system the two sides shared in constructing their arguments. As Table 1 
Keyword analysis: battle between liberal politics and radical economics
To uncover the thematic differences in the debate, I turn to 'keyword' as an analytical tool to examine the salient features of each side. WordSmith Tool's 'keyword' function was performed to generate the two keyword lists. A keyword appears in a corpus statistically significantly more frequently than would be expected by chance when compared to another corpus (Baker, 2006: 125) . Keywords are calculated by comparing the frequency of each word in the XMCB corpus with the frequency of the same word in the MB corpus. Table 3 shows how certain terms are used significantly more by one side than the other. The degree of difference is measured by a 'keyness' index. For example, the keyness of the term 'absolutism' is 120.51, suggesting it is the most salient word in the XMCB compared to the MB. The higher the score the stronger the keyness of that word. In the epistemic macrostructure of word frequency, global coherence is achieved by applying a post-enlightenment conceptual frame. Meaning is derived from direct relations between key concepts. However, the disputes are debated through referential coherence realised in sequential local microstructures. That is, arguments are made by manipulating relations between historical facts referred to and those represented subjectively in the debate.
Meaning is produced by relations between represented events in local narratives in terms of temporality and causality. For example, the Manchus are presented by the MB as causing socialism. The substantial division between them, however, is (1) their approach to achieve modern politics, and (2) their assessment of social reality as rationale for political action. As Table 4 shows, out of the 12 points of dispute, nine (75%) focus on the approach to achieve the desired changes. The remaining three involve institutions (Disputes 1 and 12) and social practice (Dispute 3). The republicanism vs. absolutism dispute relates to different timeframes to achieve liberal politics, because absolutism is a bridge to constitutionalism. Socialism was an imaginative institution at the time of the debate as it had never existed in human history, except local experiments in Europe and America. The socialism dispute concerns mainly the issue of practicality of a socialist system in agrarian China. Nonetheless it is part of European post-enlightenment social imagining. inspires political actions to change society rather than encouraging empirical investigation to understand society. More importantly, the publications rely on their arguments to appeal to the reading pubic for support. Ultimately, the polemic is deployed for political mobilisation.
Each saw in the other a dangerous agenda that threatened to derail its modernisation programme. The stakes could not be higher.
Radicalism, revolution and the rupture
Reverse social change and the break with traditions
Within an externally derived conceptual map, the XMCB and MB debate different routes to modernity. Frustrated by decades of failings to meet external challenges, they hasten to adjustment, but the external impact that threatens to damage the social organism. As a social system in a stable equilibrium, social practice and institutions operate to reinforce the system and therefore are averse to change -they are the conservative system-maintaining force.
Thus, the first casualty of reverse social change is inevitably traditions. It is not a chance casualty but a targeted one, because traditions are seen as liabilities, not assets. Under external pressures, survival instincts dictate drastic actions to be taken as an adaptation for equilibration. But there is a problem -a society is a cumulative process that consists of a selfreinforcing cyclical movement of practice, institutions and values as an organic unity.
As Figures 2 and 3 show, the reverse order creates a break between external values and indigenous practice. Drastic alteration in the values system puts a considerable strain on the relationship between institutions and practice, in particular between values and practice.
As institutions and values are introduced as one (organic) package, it needs to be imposed on society. This imposition instigates a substantial disturbance to the social organism, activating a process of Spencerian 'adaptive metamorphosis' (in Simon, 1960: 295) or 'indirect equilibration' -re-establishment of equilibrium between surviving society and its new environment (Carneiro, 1973: 89) . Fully aware of the need to impose institutions in China, both sides of the debate were ready to apply coercion. For the MB, the imposition involves not only a revolution to remove the ancien régime of the Manchu dynasty, but on society through a three-step phase of 'military government', 'supervisory government' before a 'constitutional government' can be installed. For the XMCB, 'a political revolution' is required to bring about 'enlightened absolutism' -involving such means as assassinations and refusal to pay taxes. 'Enlightened' is a condition imposed on the monarch to serve national rather than dynastic interests. 'Absolutism' is imposed on society as a necessary authoritarian rule to 'modernise' it. Institutions as rules can be imposed top-down on society by coercion, but it is much harder to force people to accept values that have little relevance to their lives. For social practice to be reproduced spontaneously, there needs to be an organic link between social practice and values. It is here that the exercise of coercion finds its limits -people can be forced to change their external behaviour, but not how they think. A crack 18 appears in the organic society, breaking the link between values and the reproduction of practices, as shown in Figure 3 .
Negation, radicalism and revolution
In their negative assessment of late Qing society, these debaters were driven to build a better future (see Table 5 ). By targeting social identity to develop 'new citizens' in a social campaign, the XMCB is as radical as the MB that seeks to impose new institutions in a political campaign. However, both sides lose anchorage in social reality in their negation of Empirical reality slips out of view in an argument about ideologies. The missing referential benchmark is a key source of radicalisation -nothing is protected or free from change. As Yu (1993: 141) argues, people in early twentieth-century China were driven by ever newer ideologies in a 'neoterist mentality -a mentality obsessed with change, with what is new'. Imposing change disturbs the natural coordination between different parts; as Spencer argues, 'to interfere with this process by producing premature development in any particular direction is inevitably to disturb the true balance of organisation by causing somewhere else a corresponding atrophy' (in Carneiro, 1960: 297) These discursive features constitute much of the radicalising tendencies towards social change. However, radicalism can be viewed as a coping strategy for a social system to deal with extensive external impact, perceived to threaten the survival of the whole system. It is a type of overcompensation for the lack of available intellectual resources in a reverseorder social change, necessitated also by the required rapid equilibration and considerable inertia of a large and deeply conservative society like China. Radicalism as overcompensation operates predominantly in the symbolic world of values in a top-down, mechanistic, authoritarian mode of enforcement. It is characterised by a high level of abstraction because intangible values deal with mental models of reality rather than reality itself. Radicalism is also imbued with heavy doses of moralism since mobilisation of support relies not only on immediate material interests but appeal to higher ideals. It may require sacrifice from participants as in the case of revolutions. The moral high ground is not a guarantee of success but it is a necessary condition. Emotion is essential to radicalism as people respond to emotion as much as, if not more than, intellect. Radicalism resorts to and thrives on rhetorical power.
However, radicalism and its extreme form of revolution are symptomatic of a schism in late Qing China and throughout the twentieth century. It is the rupture between traditions and modernity. The enduring energies and momentum of the long revolution arose from a persistent negation of the past, and the constant pull of a utopian future. It is human nature to have a meaningful connection not only with the future, but also with the past to achieve a coherent conceptual self both for individuals and society. This view lies at the heart of Burke's defence of historical experiences as the foundation of a healthy society. It is hard to predict when the pendulum of equilibration will swing back from its overcompensation, but coming to terms with traditions and locating a meaningful connection between the past, the present and future constitute a major challenge on the Chinese road to modernity.
